8                            IMMORTAL WINGS

At last, loaded like a sardine-tin, the Gannet moved
along the runway. Onlookers held their breath as the
machine gathered speed.

It became airborne, but so late that it missed a fence
by some inches and the grace of God, and flew for ten
miles with its wheels brushing the treetops. Then it
climbed.

It had to climb. It had to pass over the unexplored
Owen Stanley Mountains, where the New Guinea cannibals
live ; and those steaming, flaunting, forest-clad peaks rise
to a height which obliged the Gannet to fly at more than
12,000 feet to cross them.

The machine's estimated " safe" .ceiling, with its
worn motor and tremendous overload, was about 8,000 feet,
Stephens knew this perfectly well. But the need was
very desperate.

A crash in those trackless, tropical mountains would
have meant certain death. But clean death; whereas,
behind them, when the Japanese soldiery poured into
Wau. . . .

Stephens knew something else.

" You'll have to take her over for a little, Norman/'
he said presently to his co-pilot, as he stared at the
inaccurate needle of the altimeter.

11 Right! I know, old man. Lean back and take it
easy."

Wilde and Stephens both knew that the latter* s heart
would not stand an altitude of more than about 5,000 feet.
To rise to more than twice that, in his state of health,
would most possibly be fatal.

X^ilde Could not get that overweighted aircraft off the
:;grbund; but once it was flying he could handle it and,
d arose, cmikl probably land it at Port Moresby.